Wolves The Keepers of the Balance
The wolf is the most powerful predator in the boreal forest. And yet for the past few decades the wolf's survival has been in peril. Because wolves and humans co-exist and often compete for habitat and food sources, wolves have faced many obstacles in order to survive.
Wolves have been described in fairytales as sly, vicious, and terrifying. This characterization of wolves is not entirely accurate. The Ojibwe and Cree cultures viewed the wolf as a brother, interacting with the forest in similar ways to the human. Yet, when the European fur traders entered the boreal forest, they viewed the wolf as competition. The vast abundance that the forest yielded was infinite to the new traders who came into the wolf's habitat. By exploiting the natural resources, such as trees, animals, and water systems, people began to take away the resources that the wolves had come to depend on for survival.
During the mid-1700s and early 1800s at the height of the fur trade, the wolf's pelt was very valuable. Traders trapped wolves in order to make a living, and farmers would shoot wolves in order to protect their livestock.
In Minnesota, the wolf population was at its lowest in the 1960s. According to The International Wolf Center's estimation, there were only 650 wolves living in Minnesota. However, thanks to efforts of concerned people, the government has been working on management plans to re-introduce the wolf to new areas of Minnesota, and Minnesota's wolf population is the highest in the continental United States.
In 1973, the wolf was put on the endangered species list. Through the co-operation of the United Sates government, wolf populations are continuing to grow in northern Minnesota, the Rocky Mountains, and parts of New Mexico and Arizona.
What is a wolf?
We've all seen photos of wolves. Their appearance is very similar to the dogs that some of us might have as pets. Domesticated dogs, in fact, owe many of their similarities to their ancestor, the wolf. Adult female wolves weigh between 50 and 85 pounds, and adult males weigh between 70 and 110 pounds. Wolves also come in a variety of colors, ranging from all white to all black, with lots of gray shades in between.
Wolves live in packs. A pack is the wolf's family. They look out for each other, hunt together, and share the same territory. Packs usually consist of the adult parents and their pups, who are too young to leave the pack on their own. Unrelated wolves sometimes join the pack as well. The adult wolves, known as the alpha pair, are the leaders of the pack. The adult parents are usually unrelated.
Wolf packs average 4-6 pups per litter each year. Usually only the alpha or "breeding" pair of a pack has pups. This helps to keep the wolf population in balance with the needs of the pack. Just think of how much more food the pack would need if every pair of wolves per pack had a litter. It takes pups about two to three years to reach maturity before they start having pups of their own.
Wolves are amazing hunters. Each member of the pack shares in the hunt, and then also shares in its rewards. It's a very cooperative process, which benefits all members of the pack.
Why is the wolf important to the boreal forest?
The wolf is important to the boreal forest for a number of reasons. Probably the most important factor in determining a species' merit is to look at where that particular species fits into the forest's food chain. In every food chain, there must be a dominant species. In the boreal forest, the wolf is the top predator. Wolves serve a very important role. Their job is to ensure that all other populations of other wildlife are kept within the forest's balance. If wolves are removed from the food chain, other species like deer, moose, fox, and beaver will all suffer as well. 
This is how it works:
In order for animal populations to be considered healthy, they need to be sustainable. A population is considered sustainable when the number of animals is not greater than the available food. So if wolves have enough deer to feed their population, their population is sustainable. However, if there are too many wolves and not enough deer to eat, their population is considered un-stable. The same rule applies to the wolves' prey.
The wolves eat a specific number of deer each year. Usually only the weakest deer are eaten by wolves. This allows the strongest deer to have the greatest availability of food, since there are not competing with the weaker deer for the same food. Since the deer have less competition between other deer, their populations are kept healthy and sustainable. As wolf populations decrease, the deer populations increase. What are some of the ways that Wolves are threatened?
Wolves face a series of problems today. Wolves and humans have interacted with each other for centuries. However, as more people have settled in the boreal forest, the wolves' habitat has shrunk. Wolf packs need a tremendous amount of space for hunting. Most packs occupy a space of 50-100 square miles. They don't mind sharing their space with a few people, houses, and roads, but when their habitat is altered in such a way that hunting is no longer good, packs must move on or face starvation.
Humans have also threatened wolves by protecting their livestock from being hunted. Wolves don't really pay much attention to farmers' fences or property lines, and a chicken coop, pig, cow, or sheep provides the wolf with an easy hunt and reliable food.
Remember that the wolf shares its habitat with its prey. When there is not enough space for an animal's population to survive, the population decreases. If the moose habitat is threatened, the moose population will ultimately suffer. If there aren't enough moose for the wolf to hunt, what do you think will happen to the wolf population?
Wolves have also instilled fear into humans for a long time. Generally, when humans are afraid of something, measures are taken to eliminate that fear. So humans have hunted, trapped, and poisoned wolves for the past 300 years to ensure that they are safe from the threats that wolves present.
Would it surprise you if you learned that there has never been a documented report of a healthy wolf killing a human in North America? It's true. Typically wolves like to keep to themselves, and don't often seek out interactions with people. However, wolves and people are always going to have interactions. And as the International Wolf Center explains, "just as there is no guarantee that a wolf will not kill a person, there is no reason to believe that a wolf will kill a person.
However, through education about the wolf, people are beginning to view the wolf as a natural and important part of the forest's ecosystem. The future of the wolf depends on humans making the right decisions in managing the wolf for the benefit of the entire ecosystem.
Activities for the Classroom Wolf Population on the Rise
Objectives: Students will correlate wolf data into to a table to make projections about future wolf populations. Students will recognize the importance of wolves' habitat preservation. Students will interpret and quantify different wolf management plans.
Skills Used: Hypothesis, prediction, mathematical and reasoning skills, guided internet research, map reading skills, describing relationships between various organisms, identifying phsycial features of animals that help them live in different environments, describing how living things depend on one another for survival, identify and classify biotic and abiotic factors in an environment that affect population density, habitat, and placement of animals in an energy pyramid. As a class discuss the possible effects that taking the gray wolf off of the Endangered Species List would have. Students must be able to recognize the differences between receiving federal money to manage wolf populations vs. developing a state management plan.
Create a cause and effect web detailing the outcomes you have decided on as a class. Discuss what members of society would benefit from each outcome or effect. Also make sure to come up with how the outcomes/effects would directly affect the gray wolf population in Minnesota.
Wolf Population on the Rise Worksheet
Visit the International Wolf Center's Wolf Population 
